This study examined the relationship between audit fees and audit quality of listed companies in the downstream sector of the Nigerian petroleum industry. In order to achieve this objective, a total of nine (9) listed companies in the downstream sector of Nigerian Petroleum Industry were selected. Secondary data used for the study was extracted from the annual reports of the selected companies for eight (8) financial years (2007)(2008)(2009)(2010)(2011)(2012)(2013)(2014). Audit quality which is the dependent variable was regressed on audit fees alongside leverage and age as control variables using the binary logit regression method. Finding shows that audit fee has a negative significant relationship with audit quality, while leverage also has an inverse relationship but was not significant. Firm age, on its part, had a positive sign and significantly associated with audit quality. It was therefore concluded that high audit fees have the likelihood of compromising auditors' independence, thereby, resulting in lower audit quality. The study recommends that regulators of the auditing practice should adopt measures that would regulate and monitor the audit pricing process in order to strike a balance that would curtail over-charging and or under-charging which evidence shows could impair the independence of the auditor, thereby affect audit quality.
INTRODUCTION
The issues regarding audit quality and the factors that can influence it have dominated the accounting literature in recent times. The reasons are not far-fetched, especially when one considers the magnitude of the incessant corporate scandals that rocked several already-established firms in the onset of the 21st century. Both international and indigenous researchers have thus, beamed their search-light on the factors that could impair audit quality. One of the factors that have remained recurrent in the audit quality discuss is the independence of the auditor (Karsemeijer, 2012) .
There are two popular professional accounting bodies in Nigeria as it stands, they include: ICAN (Institute of Chartered Accountants of Nigeria) and ANAN (Association of National Accountant of Nigeria). Among the core mandate of these accounting bodies is to regulate professional accounting practices (including Auditing) in the country. The Companies and Allied Matters Acts [CAMA] of 2004 stipulates that all listed companies in Nigeria shall engage the services of an independent (external) auditor. The apparent onus of this demand is for the external auditor, in expressing his independent professional opinion on the "true and fair view" of the information contained in the financial report; lends credence on the reliability of the said information for the confidence-reassurance of the stakeholders.
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In providing such an important service, the external auditor is entitled to a certain fee chargeable to the client (the auditee) as remuneration for the auditing endeavors. This fee is called "Audit fees". According to Oladipupo and Monye-Emina (2016) the audit firms are at freedom to charge what they consider fit as audit fees. In other words, the amount charged as audit fees could be discretional. Thus, the fees charged by an audit firm or eventually paid by the auditee (client) for audit services could be higher or even lower with respect to what another auditor may accept within a particular sector.
Previous researchers (see Al-Khoury et al. (2015) ) have expressed concerns concerning how audit fees could affect audit quality; with majority contesting that audit quality can be strongly influenced by the fees paid to the auditor. At the core of such speculations, several schools of thoughts exist. For example; Karsemeijer (2012) argue that "the higher the audit fees, the more important a client is to the firm and so, independence and therefore the quality of the audit could be compromised". Conversely, Ettredge et al. (2007) opined that when a client (auditee) pays lower audit fees comparable with what other companies in the same industry are paying, there is every likelihood that the client becomes loyal to the audit firm which might lead to the auditor overlooking material misstatement and or allowing management to engage in aggressive income smoothing. On the other hand, Ettredge et al. (2007) equally argue that financial satisfaction (as a result of high audit fees paid an auditor) "may increase the professionalism and the effort exerted by the auditor which will enhance the audit quality". This dominating linkage of audit fees as a significant factor in determining auditor independence viz-à-vis audit quality is apparent in prior literatures where the former (audit fees) is repeatedly applied as a proxy for audit quality (e.g. DeFond and Zhang (2014) ) and auditor independence (see Okolie (2014) ; Babatolu et al. (2016); Maria (2016) ).
From the foregoing, it looks agreeable that audit fees (whether abnormally high or incredibly low) can influence auditor independence and by implication, audit quality. However, limited indigenous empirical evidences are available to that effect. The few existing studies all showed conflicting outcomes. For example: on one side, Oladipupo and Monye-Emina (2016) find that audit fees do not significantly affect audit quality in Nigerian quoted firms; the findings of Yuniarti (2011) using CPA firms in Indonesia equally towed the same line. On the other hand, Karsemeijer (2012) using US listed companies, finds that high audit fees are significantly associated with low audit quality; while a recent study by Babatolu et al. (2016) and that of Okolie (2014) equally find that audit fee is significantly related to audit quality. The conflicting evidence(s) continues.
It is on this premise that this study derived its core objective to examine the relationship between audit fees and audit quality among listed companies in the downstream sector of Nigerian petroleum industry. To achieve this objective the study Hpothesize that: HO: Auditor fees have no significant positive relationship on audit quality.
CONCEPTUALIZING AUDIT QUALITY AND AUDIT FEES
Based on available literature, audit quality is a multi-dimensional construct that has proved quite difficult to quantify and measure. Until now, it appears there is still no uniform definition of audit quality. Riyatno (2007) as cited in Yuniarti (2011) supports this assertion as he portrays "audit quality as something that is abstract, difficult to measure and can only be perceived by the users of audit services". However, the definition of audit quality by DeAngelo (1981) that "audit quality measures the probability that an auditor will ascertain and straightforwardly report material errors, falsification and exclusion discovered in a client's accounting system", appears to be the most desired definition used by previous researchers. To other researchers such as Baothem and Ussahawanitchkit (2009) "audit quality is the probability that an auditor will not issue an unqualified report for financial statements containing material errors". To this researcher, audit quality represents the willingness to uncover any material misstatements and unethical accounting practices in the financial statement, and conveying such information appropriately without bargain. Several proxies are usually adopted in measuring audit quality including: discretionary accruals, the use of a Big4 audit firms, as well as audit fees among others. Audit fees, on its part, represent the amount charged by the auditor for an audit process performed for the accounts of an enterprise (Walid, 2012) . As earlier mentioned, listed companies are statutorily required to have their accounts audited by an external auditor without compromising the quality of audit, it is expected that they would want the fees they pay to be reasonable. On the side of the auditors, they would also expect to receive adequate fees for their services in order to maintain their services at a satisfactory level. In addition to companies and auditors, the public in general and shareholders may equally be concerned that the audit fee is not set at such a level -either too high or too low, in order not to undermine the confidence of the audit opinion (Walid, 2012) .
According to Jusoh et al. (2013) the reputation of most audit firms and the quality of their audit services are often related to the amount paid for the audit functions.
According to Okolie (2014) higher audit fees are reflected in higher costs resulting from greater audit quality. Francis (2004) as cited in Karsemeijer (2012) contested that "higher audit fees imply higher audit quality, ceteris paribus, because the higher audit fees are imposed because of either greater effort or more specialized auditors". Moizer (1997) also asserts that audit fee is associated with higher audit quality resulting in higher reputation of the auditors. Thus, since larger audit firms receive larger audit fees than smaller audit firms as previous studies such as Copley (1991) and Wooten (2003) have shown, which ultimately is expected to translate to higher audit quality; why has majority of the crisis-ridden firms in recent past been audited by the top-cadre audit firms. In fact, Dabor and Dabor (2015) report that "the entire failed banks in Nigeria in the last decade had wonderful audited financial reports; most of the banks even declared huge profits but went under few months after such declarations".
Theoretical Framework
The Limperg's theory of Inspired Confidence of 1985 provides an underlying theoretical basis for this study.
Although the DeAngelo (1981) economic theory of auditor independence which implies that audit fees create very different incentives for an auditor and have therefore opposing effects on audit quality also forms a direct link. The auditors' theory of inspired confidence also offers a linkage between stakeholders' requirement for credibly audited reports and the capacity of the audit processes to meet those needs.
The theory of inspired confidence posits that the auditor, as a confidential agent, derives his broad function from the need for expert and independent assessment plus the need for an expert and independent judgment supported by evidence. Minimizing the risk of undetected material misstatements implies that the accountant is under a duty to conduct his work in a manner that does not betray the confidence which he commands before the rational person even if the accountant may not produce what is greater than the expectation of the stakeholders (Limperg, 1985) . The import of the theory of inspired confidence is that the duties of the auditors derive from the confidence that are bestowed by the public on the success of the audit process and the assurance which the opinion of the accountant conveys. Since this confidence determines the existence of the process, a betrayal of the confidence logically means a termination of the process or function.
Many companies seek tenders for audit services with a focus on audit quality. They correctly focus on matters such as expertise and experience of the engagement team, industry knowledge, the availability of specialist skills to deal with complex issues and auditor independence. However, some tenders focus on reducing fees and saving costs, inappropriately assuming that audit quality is only an issue for the audit firm. While there may be some instances where an effective but more efficient audit is obtained, there could be pressures in some audit firms to limit the impacts on margins. Both the auditee and the audit firm are expected to act rationally whilst trying to maximize their own utility which might not always be perfectly aligned between the two parties (Ross, 1973) . The question that arises wherefrom is; how can the audit firm ensure that they acts in the best interest of the stakeholders and in commensurate with the huge amounts the clients pay for audit services in order not to compromise the confidence bestowed in them?
Review of Empirical Studies on Audit Fees and Audit Quality
The table 2.1 below shows summarized empirical studies related to this study. 
METHODOLOGY
The population of this study consists of ten (10) listed companies in the downstream sector of the Nigerian petroleum industry. However, one of the companies (Seplat Petroleum PLC) was inevitably excluded from the sample due to incomplete data, having been listed in 2012. Finally, nine (9) of the companies formed the sample size (see appendix for the list of the sampled companies) and was thus used for the analysis for a period of eight (8) financial years (2007 -2014) . Cross sectional data was gathered from the annual reports of all ten listed companies in the downstream sector of Nigerian petroleum industry.
In analyzing the relationship between auditor fees and audit quality, the binary probit model estimation technique was utilized considering that dependent variable (audit quality) is binary (1 and 0). Thus, the ordinary least squares (OLS) multiple regression model cannot yield reliable coefficients and inference statistics where the dependent variable is dichotomous in nature. Two (2) other variables (leverage and age) were included as control variables in line with previous studies such as Bergstresser and Philippon (2006) . The age of the company was included as older companies would likely wish to preserve their reputation and ensure high quality reports. Leverage was equally included to control for the effect of financial policies adopted by the company on audit quality outcome. The econometric analysis was conducted using Eviews 8.0 computer software.
Several diagnostic assumption tests such as VIF, serial-correlation, heteroscedaticity and normality assumption tests were conducted prior to the regression estimation.
Model Specification and Measurement of Variables
The general expression of the model goes as:
Infussing the two (2) control variables, we have: The apriori expectations were predicted as: 1 > 0; 2 < 0; and 3 > 0
The descriptive statistics table above provides information about the sample characteristics. AQ showed a mean value of 0.597 with a with a minimum and maximum of 0 and 1 respectively, implying that over half of the sampled companies are audited by the Big4 audit firms. Also from the result, the average audit fee cumulatively paid by the sampled firms during the period studies was N3,299,033 (in millions). The lowest audit fee paid during the period was N5500 (in millions) while the highest was N29,977,000. More so, leverage (LEV) has a mean value of 0.743 implying that majority of the sampled companies depend on external financing in financing their assets. The average age of the sample companies is 24 years. It was also noted that the probability values of the Jarque-Bera statistics are low for all the series, signifying an evenly distributed data set. The correlation matrix in table 4.2 portrays how the variables are associated with each other. As portrayed, a negative correlation exists between LnAFEE and AQ (r = -0.22); and also between AQ and LEV (r = -0.12). This suggests that audit fees and audit quality moves in opposite direction, just as leverage and audit quality. thus, an increase in one will ultimately lead to a decrease in the other. However, while the association between audit fee and AQ is fairly-strong at 10%, that of LEV and AQ is not significant at any level. Also, AGE appeared to correlate positively with AQ and Audit fees with r=0.34 and r = 0.49 respectively. Both associations was equally statistically strong at 1% levels (on both ends) suggesting that older firms are likely associated with higher audit fees and high audit quality. It was also observed that there was no issue of high-correlation; the highest correlation was between AGE and LnAFEE (0.495). This suggests that multicollinearity problem would not occur in the series. The VIF test below further re-affirms that. The test for multicollinearity was performed using the Variance Inflation Factors (VIF). From the result, all the VIF values are very close to the value of 1 which suggests that there is no multi-collinearity problem between the variables. The highest centered VIF as seen above is 1.350642, this shows the fitting appropriateness of the model of the study.
DATA ANALYSES AND INTERPRETATION

Figure-4.1. Normality Test
Source: Eviews 8.0 (2016) The output in figure 4.1 checks for the normality of the residuals of a regression line. As shown in the result, which a combination of the entire 72 observations of the study, the Jargue Bera statistic stood at 1.82 with a corresponding probability value of 0.4017 (40.2%). Since the p-value is far beyond the benchmark of 5%, we cannot reject the null hypothesis. This implies that the population residual (u) is normally distributed and fulfills the assumption of a good regression line. The result presented in table 4.4 shows that the p-value (0.8192 or 81.9%) of the corresponding observed chisquare value is greater than 5%. Hence, we cannot reject the null hypothesis. This means that the error variance is not serially correlated. Hence, the null hypothesis of homoskedastic error term (which is desirable) can be assumed. From the Breusch-Godfrey serial correlation (LM) test result in table 4.5, the p-value of the observed R square value is 17.3% which is far greater than the critical values at 5% significant level. Hence, the null hypothesis of no serial correlation is thereby accepted accordingly. Table 4 .6 shows the outcome of the binary probit regression technique adopted for the study. From the table,
the McFadden R-squared value, which shows the combined explanatory effect of the independent variables on the dependent variable (AQ), stood at 0.279 showing that the model has an explanatory power of about 28%. What this portends is that about 72% of the systematic variation in the dependent variable (AQ), proxied here using the Big4,
was not accounted for in the model and have been contained by the error term. On the overall significance level of the model, the model passed the significance test even at 1% level with LR statistic (goodness-of-fit test) and corresponding probability value of 27.101 and 0.000006 respectively. Thus, the explanatory variables were capable of explaining the variations in the dependent variable (AQ).
An evaluation of the slope coefficients of the explanatory variables and the corresponding Z-statistics values revealed that audit fees (LnAFEE) has a negative (sign) significant relationship with audit quality (AQ). This was depicted by the slope coefficient of -0.27967; and the z-Statistics (-3.669) and probability value of 0.0002 which are statitically significant at 0.01 (1%) levels. Thus, a unit increase in audit fee (LnAFEE) will ultimately cause a significant decrease in audit quality (AQ) by up to 27.97%. Similarly, the variable of leverage (LEV), which acts as a control variable in the study, also showed an inverse relationship with audit quality (AQ) in agreement with the apriori expectation. However, unlike the variable of audit fee (LnAFEE), the relationship between leverage and audit quality is not statically significant because the p-value of 0.1292 exceeds the 0.05 benchmark. The last control variable, company age (AGE) is positively associated with audit quality (AQ) and passed the significance test at 1%
levels. This suggests that the older a firm becomes, the more likely that the audit quality will increase significantly.
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
Based on the outcome of the results, audit fees showed an inverse significant relationship with audit quality. It can therefore be interpreted that higher audit fees may likely lead to a decline in audit quality. This results is in tandem with those obtained by Al-Khoury et al. (2015) in Jordan market, Okolie (2014) using Nigerian data; and Kasai (2014) using Japanese data. The implication of this result may erupt divided perceptions, considering that large audit firms are practically associated with higher audit fees for which high quality audit service is envisaged.
More so, Veronica and Anggraita (2016) and Okolie (2014) also support this position when they argued that paying higher audit fees paid to an external auditor is likely to increase the economic bond between the auditor and the auditee, thereby impairing the auditor's independence. On this submission, our result appears to have alligned with the underlying expectation relying on the assumption that an impaired auditor independence will likely leads to an auditor allowing for aggressive earnings management which will cause the quality of audit to plummet. The case of Africa Petroleum (now Forte Plc), as reported by Aliyu and Ishaq (2015) where about 24 billion Naira credit facilities were not disclosed in the financial statement is a typical instance of how earnings management could be condoned due to impaired auditor independence. The findings of Maria (2016); Moraes and Martinez (2015) and Gupta et al. (2009) which find that audit quality declined when the audit fee is abnormally low but higher when the audit fee was astronomically high as the auditors who earned excess fees will be mindful of the perceived threat to their independence while discharging their duties and thus, take necessary steps to preserve their reputation capital.
The two control variables of leverage and age displayed a negative and positive relationship with audit quality respectively. However, the former is not significant (p=0.129) while the latter (AGE) passed the significance test at 1% (p=0.0000). The slope coefficient signs of the two variables (LEV and AGE) aligned with the expectation, because the basic assumption is that older firms have more to protect including reputation and are most likely not to compromise; while highly levered firms may be tempted to save costs and engage in lowering audit fees which may negatively affect the audit quality. Ashbaugh et al. (2003) supports that higher amount of debt ratio is generally associated with lower earnings quality.
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This study basically examined the relationship between audit fees on audit quality in Nigeria. The major research question was to find out if audit fees (whether high or low) have significant influence in determining audit quality. to address this fundamental question, cross sectional data was gathered from the annual financial reports and statements of nine (9) out of the ten (10) oil and gas companies in the Downstream Sector of Nigerian Petroleum Industry listed on the floor of Nigeria Stock Exchange for 8 financial years. Audit quality was taken as the dependent variable is measured as a dummy variable by assigning the value of 1 if the company was audited by one of the Big4 audit firms in a particular year, and 0 if not. Audit fees, on its part, was taken as the independent variable, along two other control variables -leverage and age. The audit fee variable was measured as the natural log of total fees paid recorded as auditor remuneration in the financial reports assessed. In all, the data set amounted to panel of 72 observations which was analyzed using descriptive statistics, correlation and binary logit estimation technique.
Based on the outcome of the results, it can be concluded that a dominating majority of the sampled companies employ the services of one of the Big4 audit firms and over 50% of the firms are highly levered. On the major research question of the study, the result showed that higher audit fees is associated with lower audit quality, thereby supporting the assumption that "higher audit fees are likely to compromise auditors' independence and, thereby, result in lower audit quality". It was also evident from the correlation result that older firms are most likely to pay more audit fees and are also associated with higher audit quality (see table 4 .2). On the variable of leverage and firm age, is was ascertained that audit quality is invariant to firm leverage, while firm age is a significant factor in explaining variations in both audit fees and audit quality.
It is recommended that regulators of the auditing practice should adopt measures to regulate and monitor the audit pricing process in order to strike a balance and reduce over-charging and under-charging which several school of thoughts suggest could be used to impair the independence of the auditor. 
